Quill & Scope
Volume 3 Volume III

Article 5

2010

Women in Medicine
Marissa Friedman
New York Medical College

Follow this and additional works at: https://touroscholar.touro.edu/quill_and_scope
Part of the Arts and Humanities Commons, Higher Education Commons, and the Medicine and Health
Sciences Commons

Recommended Citation
Friedman, M. (2010). Women in Medicine. Quill & Scope, 3 (1). Retrieved from

This Perspective is brought to you for free and open access by the Students at Touro Scholar. It has been accepted
for inclusion in Quill & Scope by an authorized editor of Touro Scholar. . For more information, please contact
touro.scholar@touro.edu.

Women in Medicine
Marissa Friedman

Looking across the rows of seats in the Cooke Auditorium at my fellow female medical students, I cannot help but feel a sense of accomplishment and gratitude. Especially as we begin to
celebrate New York Medical College’s 150th anniversary, I am reminded of how lucky I am to
be alive in this day and age, when women actually have the opportunity to pursue a career as a
physician.
New York Medical College has played an important role in promoting the presence of
women in medicine. Only three years after the founding of the original college in 1860, the associated New York Medical College for Women was founded by Dr. Clemence Sofia Lozier. She was one of the first women in the United States to practice medicine, and is credited
with being the pioneer of women’s medical education. Dr. Lozier first started as a teacher,
opening a primary school for young women. Having a passion for helping others, she became
inspired by the story of the first female medical doctor in the United States, Elizabeth Blackwell. Blackwell graduated from Geneva Medical College in upstate New York in 1849. After
hearing this, Lozier decided that she too wished to have a medical degree and tried to attend the
same college. However, the medical college in Geneva decided that one woman physician was
enough, and refused to admit Lozier as a student. Eventually, Lozier attended medical lectures
at Central New York College at Rochester, and was finally admitted to Syracuse Eclectic College, where she graduated in 1853.1
When Lozier returned to New York City to practice medicine, she was met with great success, despite the fact that she was a woman. She did however continue with her teaching roots
and desire to educate women by holding various health-related lectures out of her own
home. These lectures on familiar medical fundamentals, such as anatomy and physiology became packed with women. Lozier realized that there was a strong desire by women to learn
medicine, and that prompted her to eventually create the New York Medical College for
Women, the first school of its kind in New York City and the lower New York area.
Although the College had an all-male faculty and only seven female students in its first
class, it was responsible for some remarkable accomplishments. This includes the graduation of
Elizabeth Stowe in 1867, as the first female physician to receive a medical education in New
York City. When Stowe returned to her native country, she became the first female physician in
Canada. This was followed by the graduation of Dr. Susan Mckinney in 1870 as the first African-American graduate in New York State and only the third in the nation.2 This was undoubtedly amazing considering that this was going on far before women had not yet even received
the right to vote.
As a matter of fact, at that time, the American Medical Association did not allow female
doctors to become members. In addition, most hospitals did not permit women to obtain internships, and thus the only hospital available to women for training was the Women’s hospital associated with New York Medical College. It was not until 1918 that other hospitals such as
Bellevue opened up its doors to female medical students1. It was also in 1918 that the New
York Medical College for Women officially closed and transferred its students to the original
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and previously male-only New York Medical College, thus transforming it into a place for both
men and women to receive a medical education. Around this time, the AMA started to allow
women to become members.3
Despite the groundbreaking headway that began at the end of the 19th century, the percentage of woman physicians remained low throughout most of the 20th century. By 1890, only 5%
of physicians in the United States were women. This only increased to approximately 17% during the 1980s. Despite the small numbers, likely due to social constraints that categorized
women as homemakers and a view that the medical profession was a “man’s job,” women still
made remarkable contributions to the medical field.
Dr. Gerty Cori is a name that may sound familiar to first year students as one of many Nobel laureates thrown on the screen during a lecture for Biochemistry. What many students
might not realize is that Gerty Cori’s accomplishment goes far beyond just the discovery of the
role of phosphorylase in glycogen metabolism. She was the first woman to receive the Nobel
Prize in Medicine in 1947. This act contributed not only to solidifying the fact that women
could be renowned physicians, but also brilliant physician scientists.4
This brings me back to my first year lecture hall, where I look around and notice that there
seems to be an equal amount of male and female faces. Actually, since the turn of the 21st century, a great change has started to occur within the medical profession. In 2002, 25.2% of all
U.S. physicians were women, almost double the 1980 figure5. Still, by far the biggest change is
occurring now in medical schools across the country. According to the Association of American Medical Colleges (AAMC), the total number of women entering medical schools has increased each year since 1982. Moreover, the percentage of women in medical school classes
has increased from less than 31.4% in 1982-1983 to 49.6% in 2003-2004. In 2008-2009,
women represented 48.8% of the students receiving M.D. degrees. This was the highest number of female medical school graduates to date.5 This increase in the number of women in medical school is evident even here at New York Medical College where the class of 2010 is comprised of 54% females and 46% males2. As I begin my own journey in medical education, I am
very proud to attend a school such as New York Medical College that played such an important
role in allowing women to pursue careers in medicine. Furthermore, I can’t help but pay homage to the brave trailblazers such as Dr. Blackwell and Dr. Lozier, who made it possible for
women like me pursue a dream of becoming a physician.
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